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The effect of induced social interaction
on positive and negative affect
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The effects of two induced social interactions (Getting Acquainted and Lunching Together) on
positive affect (PA) and negative affect (NA) were investigated with the use of the 20-item posi-
tive and negative affect schedule (PANAS). In two experiments, undergraduate subjects completed
two cycles of 9 PANASs. Each cycle contained three sets of three PANASs, which were completed
during successive class periods: One set each was completed during the class period preceding,
including, and following the social interaction. Within each set of three PANASSs, one was com-
pleted at the beginning of a 2-h class, a second was completed 1 h into the class (before the social
interaction), and a third was completed at the end of class (after the social interaction). One of
the two 9-assessment cycles involved getting acquainted with a previously unknown classmate
for 20 min; the other involved having lunch with this classmate 2 weeks later. The resulting
PA and NA scores were compared separately for each social interaction by using within-subjects
analyses of variance and subsequent multiple-comparison tests. These analyses revealed that
PA increased significantly after social interaction and returned to normal by the beginning of
the next class period and that NA was not changed by social interaction. The implications of

these results are discussed.

Extensive recent research indicates that two broad fac-
tors, positive affect and negative affect, represent the
major dimensions of mood (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988;
Tellegen, 1985; Watson, 1988b; Watson & Tellegen,
1985). Positive affect (PA) reflects a person’s level of
pleasurable engagement with the environment. High PA
is a state of enthusiasm, energy, mental alertness, and de-
termination, whereas low PA is best characterized by feel-
ings of lassitude and lethargy. In contrast, negative af-
fect (NA) reflects a person’s general level of subjective
distress. High NA is an aversive mood state that includes
feelings of anger, guilt, fear, tension, sadness, scorn, and
disgust, whereas low NA is best characterized by calm-
ness and serenity.

PA and NA are highly distinctive mood dimensions that
are largely independent of one another. Their distinctive
characteristics have emerged gradually from studies show-
ing that they are related to fundamentally different classes
of variables. For example, variations in NA—but not PA—
are broadly associated with somatic complaints, psycho-
pathology, and self-reported stress. In contrast, PA—but
not NA—is related to diverse indicators of social activity
and interpersonal satisfaction. Moreover, these patterns
have emerged consistently from both between-subjects
(Beiser, 1974; Bradburn, 1969; Phillips, 1967; Watson,

Correspondence should be addressed to Curtis W. McIntyre, Depart-
ment of Psychology, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, TX 75275.

67

1988a; Watson & Pennebaker, 1989) and within-subjects
(Clark & Watson, 1988; McIntyre, Watson, & Cunning-
ham, 1990; Watson, 1988a) analyses.

The current study further examines the relationship be-
tween mood and social activity. As noted previously,
existing research has linked social interaction strongly
with both intra- and interindividual differences in PA.
However, the meaning of this general relationship between
PA and social activity is not clear. In previous studies,
PA generally has been examined in relation to naturally
occurring social interactions. Thus, it is not clear which
variable affects the other; that is, does high PA lead to
increased social activity, or does social activity result in
higher PA?

Existing research indicates that both of these explana-
tions may be true. For example, high levels of PA (either
naturally occurring or experimentally induced) are as-
sociated with enhanced affiliative feelings and an increased
preference for social and prosocial activities (Cunning-
ham, 1988b; Rossi & Rossi, 1977; Strickland, Hale, &
Anderson, 1975). Moreover, elevated PA is related to in-
creases in the frequency of social and prosocial behavior
(Cunningham, 1988a; Cunningham, Steinberg, & Grev,
1980; Shaffer & Smith, 1985).

Conversely, Clark and Watson (1988) found that some
types of social events were much more pleasurable than
others. More specifically, epicurean, informal, and phys-
ical social activities (i.e., eating and drinking with others,
parties, skiing, etc.) were associated strongly with in-
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creased PA, whereas formal and/or sedentary social
events (club meetings, lessons, conversations with others,
etc.) were unrelated to mood. Given these results, it is
plausible that some types of social activities raise PA, at
least temporarily.

To date, however, no study has examined the effects
of experimentally induced social interaction on PA and
NA. The present study extends previous research by ex-
amining the immediate, short-term effects of two types
of experimentally induced social activity—getting ac-
quainted with a stranger and lunching together with a
casual acquaintance—on measures of these mood dimen-
sions. The PA and NA scales from the positive and nega-
tive affect schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988) were used: first, to establish baseline mood levels;
second, to assess changes from these baseline levels im-
mediately after the social interactions; and third, to ex-
amine when mood returned to its baseline level. On the
basis of previous research (e.g., Clark & Watson, 1988;
Mclntyre, Watson, & Cunningham, 1990), we hypothe-
sized that both types of social activity would increase PA
but would not impact NA. More specifically, we predicted
that PA would reach its zenith immediately after the social
interaction and that the increase in PA would not be long-
lasting, so that PA would return by the following day to its
premanipulation, baseline level. In contrast, we expected
that NA would not vary as a function of social activity.

EXPERIMENT 1: GETTING ACQUAINTED

The social interaction used in Experiment 1 required
subjects to get acquainted with a classmate they had not
previously met. The subjects were given the last 20 min
of a regular class period to get acquainted with one another.
Measures of PA and NA also were obtained at these same
times during the class period in which the subjects got
acquainted. This allowed the measurement of PA and NA
immediately before and after social interaction. In addition,
to provide complete baseline mood measures, PA and NA
were assessed at these same times during class on the days
before and after the subjects engaged in this activity.

Method

Subjects. Sixty undergraduates (30 male and 30 female) served as
subjects. Their mean age was 20.23 years.

Measures. The PANAS (Watson et al., 1988) contains 10-item PA
and NA scales. The 20 mood descriptors were selected on the basis of
several factor analyses and are good factor markers of either high PA
or high NA. Watson et al. (1988) report extensive data demonstrating
the reliability and validity of these scales.

The PANAS PA scale consists of active, alert, attentive, determined,
enthusiastic, excited, inspired, interested, proud, and strong. The PANAS
NA scale consists of afraid, ashamed, distressed, guilty, hostile, irritable,
Jjittery, nervous, scared, and upset. Subjects rated the extent to which
they were experiencing each mood descriptor at that moment. These
ratings were made using a 5-point scale: 1 = very slightly or not at
all, 2 = alittle, 3 = moderately, 4 = quite a bit, and 5 = very much.
Total NA and PA scores were obtained by summing the ratings made
for the 10 relevant mood descriptors. Thus, the possible range of scores
for each affect was 10 to 50.

Design and Procedure. Each subject completed the PANAS on 9
separate occasions, divided into three sets of three. The first set of three

Table 1
Getting Acquainted: Mean Positive and Negative Affect Scores
Class Time
Condition Begin  Hour Into End Mean
Positive Affect
Presocial interaction 24.18 23.23 25.87 24.43
Social interaction 21.83 22.00 27.85 23.89
Postsocial interaction 22.48 22.17 23.08 22.58
Mean 22.83 22.47 25.60 23.63
Negative Affect
Presocial interaction 12.72 11.78 12.13 12.21
Social interaction 12.37 12.10 11.68 12.05
Postsocial interaction 12.45 12.03 12.15 12.21
Mean 12.51 11.94 11.99 12.16

PANASs was completed at the beginning, 1 h into, and at the end of
the 2-h class preceding the social interaction. This set provided pre-
social interaction baseline scores for PA and NA. The second set of
three PANASs was completed at the beginning of class, 1 h into the
class (about 30 min before the social interaction), and at the end of class
(immediately after the social interaction). This set provided the pre- and
postsocial interaction scores for PA and NA. The third set of three
PANASs was completed at the beginning, 1 h into, and at the end of
the 2-h class following the social interaction. This set provided post-
social interaction baseline scores for PA and NA.

Results

The basic data were the PA and NA scores obtained
for each subject at each of the nine assessments. The mean
PA and NA scores are presented in Table 1. Application
of separate 3 conditions (presocial interaction, social inter-
action, and postsocial interaction) X 3 times (at the be-
ginning, 1 h into, and at the end of the 2-h class) within-
subjects analyses of variance to the PA and NA data
revealed the following results.

Positive affect. For PA, we found a significant main
effect for conditions [F(2,118) = 5.37, p < .01}, a sig-
nificant main effect for times [F(2,118) = 14.16, p <
.03], and a significant conditions X times interaction
[F(4,236) = 7.40,p < .01]. Subsequent Newman-Keuls
multiple-comparison tests (p < .05) contrasting the con-
dition means revealed that the presocial interaction mean
(24.43) was significantly greater than the social interaction
mean (23.89), which, in turn, was significantly greater
than the postsocial interaction mean (22.58). Contrasting
the times means, the mean obtained at the end of class
(25.60) was significantly greater than the means obtained
at the beginning of class (22.83) and 1 h into class
(22.47). Subsequent Cicchetti (1972) multiple-comparison
tests (p < .05) contrasting the conditions X times inter-
action means indicated that the mean (27.85) obtained im-
mediately after the social interaction (Getting Acquainted)
was significantly greater than the other means, which did
not differ significantly from each other.

Negative affect. For NA, only a significant main ef-
fect for times was found [F(2,118) = 5.00, p < .01]. Sub-
sequent Newman-Keuls multiple-comparison tests (p <
.05) revealed that the mean obtained at the beginning of
class (12.51) was significantly greater than the means ob-
tained 1 h into (11.97) and at the end of class (11.99).



Discussion

As expected, the social interaction of getting acquainted
with a previously unknown classmate significantly in-
creased PA immediately after the interaction, as can be
seen by comparing the mean obtained after social inter-
action with all the other means. Although this increase in
PA is both substantial (5.85) and robust, it is short-lived.
Clearly, it has dissipated by the beginning of the next class
meeting (within 24 h). Also as expected, the social inter-
action of getting acquainted with a previously unknown
classmate had no effect on NA.

EXPERIMENT 2: LUNCHING TOGETHER

The social interaction used in Experiment 2 required the
subjects to have lunch with the same classmate with whom
they had gotten acquainted earlier in the semester. The
subjects were given the last 50 min of a regular class to
have lunch with this classmate. As before, measures of
PA and NA were obtained three times on the day the sub-
jects had lunch together. This allowed the measurements
of PA and NA before and immediately after the social
interaction. Also, as before, PA and NA were assessed
at those same times during class on the days before and
after the subjects had lunch together.

Method

Subjects. Fifty-four of the 60 undergraduates used in Experiment 1
(24 male and 30 female) served as subjects in Experiment 2.

Measures, Design, and Procedure. The measures, design, and proce-
dure were the same as in Experiment 1, except that the social interaction
in Experiment 2 involved having lunch with the same classmate with
whom they had gotten acquainted earlier in the semester. As before,
each subject completed the PANAS on 9 separate occasions, divided
into three sets of three assessments.

Results

The basic data were the PA and NA scores obtained for
each subject at each of the nine assessments. The mean
PA and NA scores are presented in Table 2. Application
of separate 3 conditions (presocial interaction, social inter-
action, and postsocial interaction) X 3 times (at the be-
ginning, 1 h into, and at the end of the 2-h class) within-

Table 2
Lunching Together: Mean Positive and Negative Affect Scores
Class Time
Condition Begin  Hour Into End Mean
Positive Affect
Presocial interaction 21.93 23.04 23.83 22.93
Social interaction 23.02 22.54 26.80 24.12
Postsocial interaction 22.17 21.71 23.96 22.62
Mean 22.37 22.43 24.86 23.22
Negative Affect
Presocial interaction 12.83 12.19 12.19 12.40
Social interaction 12.22 12.19 11.37 11.93
Postsocial interaction 11.96 12.11 12.41 12.16
Mean 12.34 12.16 11.99 12.16
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subjects analyses of variance to the PA and NA data
yielded the following results.

Positive affect. For PA, a significant main effect for
times [F(2,106) = 10.35, p < .01} and a significant condi-
tions X times interaction [F(4,212) = 2.85, p < .03] were
found. Subsequent Newman-Keuls multiple-comparison
tests (p < .05) revealed the following: Contrasting the
times means, the mean obtained at the end of class (24.86)
was significantly greater than the means obtained at the
beginning of class (22.37) and 1 h into class (22.43). Sub-
sequent Cicchetti (1972) multiple-comparison tests (p <
.05) contrasting the condition X times interaction means
indicated that the mean obtained immediately after the
social interaction (26.80) was significantly greater than
the other means, which did not differ significantly from
each other.

Negative affect. For NA, no significant main effects
or interactions were found.

Discussion

Replicating the findings of Experiment 1, the social
interaction of having lunch with a casual acquaintance sig-
nificantly increased PA, as indicated by the higher mean
PA score obtained after this social interaction, compared
with all the other means. As in Experiment 1, this increase
in PA was substantial (4.26), but also short-lived, dis-
sipating by the beginning of the next class meeting (within
24 h). Also as expected, the social interaction of having
lunch with a casual acquaintance had no effect on NA.

CONCLUSIONS

As discussed earlier, several studies, employing both
between- and within-subjects designs, have demonstrated
that PA is related consistently to diverse measures of
naturally occurring social activity. Replicating and extend-
ing the results of this earlier research, the current studies
show that two different types of experimentally induced
social interaction (Getting Acquainted and Lunching
Together) lead to transient increases in PA but not NA.
Clearly, the relationship between PA and social interaction
is both broad and robust.

Whereas the current data offer strong evidence that nor-
mal social activity produces transient elevations in PA,
other research also indicates that high levels of PA (either
naturally occurring or experimentally induced) lead to an
increased preference for social activity, as well as to ac-
tual increases in the frequency of social and prosocial be-
havior (e.g., Cunningham, 1988a, 1988b; Shaffer &
Smith, 1985; Strickland et al., 1975). Thus, PA and inter-
personal activity may mutually influence each other. That
is, mormal types of social interaction ordinarily lead to
elevated levels of PA; conversely, elevated PA also in-
creases the desire for—and frequency of—social behavior.
In other words, increased PA is both a cause and a result
of social behavior. On the basis of these and other data,
Watson and Clark (in press) have argued that PA and so-
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cial interaction ultimately may reflect different compo-
nents of a single, integrated system that regulates the oc-
currence of active, pleasure-seeking behavior (see also
Tellegen, 1985). Similarly, Depue, Krauss, and Spoont
(1987) have suggested that PA and interpersonal activity
both reflect ‘‘a goal-directed activation system which in-
volves, and supports, behavioral mastery of the social and
work environment’’ (p. 105). These models clearly go
beyond the available data but offer a useful guide for fu-
ture research.

In contrast, NA levels are not affected by the occur-
rence or nonoccurrence of active, pleasurable social
experiences—at least not by the experimentally induced
social activities used in the two current experiments. In-
stead, NA is related to major crises and stressful events—
for example, health problems, evaluation situations, em-
barrassments, and failures (see Mclntyre et al., 1990;
Watson & Clark, 1984; Watson & Pennebaker, 1989).
Conversely, these crises and stressors do not affect PA
significantly. Hence, one can lead an active and interest-
ing life, and experience high levels of PA, even when con-
fronted with considerable stresses and strains (Watson,
1988a; Watson & Pennebaker, 1989). Clearly, these find-
ings illustrate the distinctive qualities of PA and NA, as
well as demonstrate the utility of measuring these mood
dimensions separately.
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